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Why are you doing this? 
Forgive me for preaching to the converted at this point, but I think it’s worth mentioning 
that a lot of people don’t expect theatre for children to be very good.  
. 
I enjoy the challenge, and the artistic freedom of subverting these expectations. I feel 
really privileged to be in a room full of people who also care as I do deeply about this 
audience. 
 
Having begun my career as a jobbing actor/musician, I pretty much accidentally found 
work creating and touring shows for young audiences, yet it wasn’t until I finally ‘made it’ 
[however momentarily] into adult contemporary theatre that I started to value those 
formative experiences.  That I loved investing myself in the creation of new works 
specifically for young audiences. 
 
There is a question nobody much ever asks adult contemporary theatre, and that is:  
 
Why are you doing this?  
 
But of course, when creating theatre for children,  it’s often the first question you need to 
ask, particularly given the educational setting its performances usually occur in. 
I like asking this question, though of course the answer to it is the show , rather than 
anything I might say or write about it. 
People who make theatre for children are deeply interested in the experience of their 
audience - a pretty good start for a performance maker of any kind, I reckon. 
 
Almost all of the most profound theatre experiences of my life have been connected 
with theatre for children and young people, and working in the creation of children’s 
theatre has principally taught me to respect the audience. 
 
I propose that a lot of adults are actually a bit scared of kids, and that’s why they treat 
them a bit funny. In the context of a performance, just because they react vocally, and 
often en masse to a show, particularly a comic one, doesn’t mean they’re all the same. 
 
I’m sure most of us here today in some way view children as cultural agents, with rich, 
complex lives, with their own tastes, and diverse interests, often times they are artists in 
their own right, not just passive consumers.  
 
I passionately love creating quality for theatre for these people. 
 
It allows me to research deeply into children’s experience of a given field, from their 
point of view, and from the points of view of adults who care for them, and craft fun 
performance events that are non-didactic, yet deeply layered.  I love shining a poetic 
light on the analytical, and vice versa. 
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Creating theatre for children allows me a freedom to play with rich combinations and 
textures of artforms. These include non-verbal performance, music, dance,  projected 
image and drama. Often at the same time.  
 
I like joining elements of form, or perhaps concepts that mightn’t at first seem to belong 
together.  
I like to join them together as seamlessly as possible, or at least make the seams neat 
and straight. 
I want my shows to be able to be worn ‘as is’ by the audience, but knowing the value of 
theatre as a place of learning, also invite the ‘unpicking’ of the work. 
If the seams are too obvious, it both looks bad, and is all too easy to unpick – no fun for 
me or the audience.  
 
Many artists, whether they admit it or not, take a gig in children‘s theatre either as a 
‘stepping stone’ towards a gig in ‘proper’ theatre or when they might be ‘between jobs’. 
 
Of course I work with many artists who don’t think this, but I work towards the day when 
this perception is turned on its head: artists will slog away doing boring old grownup 
theatre, dreaming of the chance to create work for that most precious of audiences – 
children. 
 
I've been asked to talk with you about how I approached the creation of the two shows 
that will appear here at the Opera House in the second half of the year: these shows are 




I did a workshop with a group of Grade Twos in 1999, researching my first play,  
BACKSEAT DRIVERS. I happened to have my ukulele with me, and at the end of the 
workshop, I asked if they’d like to hear a song. They said yes. 
 
As I revealed the ukulele, still in its little black case, the class erupted into spontaneous 
applause. There was something about the glee this ‘little guitar’ caused in the age group 
that got me thinking. Perhaps ‘small cute people’ identify with the instruments’ innate 
smallness and cuteness.  
 
A year or two passed, and gradually the concept for the show began to take shape. 
I decided i wanted to combine the uke with the biggest instrument possible – the double 
bass, and see what transpired musically. 
 
I also wrote a theatrical moment where a ukulele comes out of a double bass case 
[easy] and a double bass come out of a ukulele case [hard]. This happens in the show – 
you’ll have to come and see it to see how it’s done. 
 
I started to scour the great canon of works created for or played on the ukulele [name 
one] in the two great waves of ukulele madness that swept the world – in the ‘30’s and 
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the ‘50’s;  and found that while quite a number of the songs were too full of innuendo to 
use, there was a fascination for the beach, and idyllic islands,  far from the worries of 
the everyday. 
 
As I looked for music, the show developed metaphorically. 
Ukulele Mekulele began as a meditation on bigness and smallness – not just size, but 
points of view –huge landscapes, or an ant on a leaf – and, significantly, feeling big/, 
and feeling small. 
 
There was a missing element to the show and of course, it seems so obvious now – a 
gorilla.  
 
The cast and myself developed a short prototype version which was met with great 
pleasure from its young audience at a small venue of the 2000 Out of The Box Festival 
of Early Childhood. 
 
The story of this short act was a short act falling apart, as its members engaged in plays 
of power and status. Researching further, I realised this odd little vaudeville act might be 
an ideal vehicle to explore the complex cycle of bullying, which of course, I was aware 
was a hot topic. I became aware of its hotness when, among other things, I was dacked 
in the tuckshop line in grade 5 by Tim Draper. 
 
Rigby, in his book ‘Bullying in Schools… and what to do about it’ states: 
 
“It is, indeed, sometimes a mystery why some people, not only children, do not stand up 
for themselves, but dumbly submit, even when to the outsider it seems very clear what 
can be done. It is as if they are transfixed, deprived of will. But the situation is grasped 
by the bully, and accepted by the victim.” 
Rigby, K Bullying in Schools… and what to do about it The Australian Council for 
Educational Research Ltd 1996 
 
It became clear to me that bullying is a cyclic behaviour, similar in nature from the 
playground to politics to the prison cell, and much as we might desire it, there is no 
simple way of stopping it. But one of the ways you gain power over something is to 
recognise its components, and,  in some way,  name them. 
 
Here are three names: ‘Ukulele Man’, ‘Double Bass Man’, and ‘Gorilla’. 
 
In Ukulele Mekulele there were three roles. The bully, the bullied, and a bystander. 
These correlated nicely with the three kinds of relationships performers have with 
audiences, particularly child audiences; if I may paraphrase the director/co-deviser of 
the work, Sean Mee here, these roles are the ‘in-fronter’, who is ahead of the audience 
[perhaps like a teacher, or so we might like to think!] a ‘besider’, who finds out things at 
the same time the audience does, and a ‘behinder’, who is the last to know. Children 
love behinders. 
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There is a long tradition of meaningless audience participation in children’s theatre, and 
we hoped to harness the extraordinary energy of a child audience to make them 
perhaps bystanders [or sitters] complicit in a cycle of bullying, and,  perhaps have them 
question or change their allegiance to certain characters between the beginning and the 
end of the play. 
 
Ukulele Mekulele meant for me a radical departure from my previous works.  
Firstly, it broke the theatrical ‘fourth wall’, in that it acknowledged itself as a show, 
secondly it involved me creating a work that involved the spoken word, and thirdly, it 




I apologise in advance for titling my show ‘show’ “show”, but whatever momentary 
confusion it might cause is worth it for the way the title sums up what it’s about, and the 
fact that despite its mundanity,  it’s quite memorable.  
The idea of doing a show called Show, where two characters create a show within a 
show, using object theatre, had been knocking around since 1997. 
 
In 2001, the Queensland Theatre Company called for proposals to create a show with 
the interests of a particular audience in mind – 8-12 year old girls. 
 
I reshaped and added detail to my initial concept – two very different girls. One ‘cool’, 
the other ‘daggy’. 
I set it in the ‘70’s, which means that there’s a lot of really wild music to play with, and 
strong design possibilities. 
I wanted the characters to soundtrack their own action, to be seen changing records, 
and exploring the effect music has on play and dramatic action.  
I wanted to return to the non-verbal form, and use of video projection I had played with 
in my previous works. 
I was fascinated with the idea of a party to which only two people show up, and its 
comic possibilities.  
I wanted to further explore the powerful combination of children and creative play. 
Most of all, I wanted to dance to the Jackson 5’s ‘I want you back’. If you know the song, 
you’ll know what I mean. 
 
I was also keen, as a theatre-maker, to move away from the rather odd combined role 
of writer-performer to writer/director, which was ideal for this project as I can’t dance 
and look pretty terrible in a dress. 
 
“Girl world is a different planet. The pre-adolescent,  particularly the female,  is in an 
intense time of transition, which of course often involves the making and breaking of 
deeply felt friendships. I worked hard on background and specific research into various 
facets of the show’s concept. Research into the experiences of girls of this age group 
coincided with the release of several books examining the phenomena of aggression in 
Creating Theatre for Young Audiences: UKULELE MEKULELE and SHOW ~ Two 
Performances for Children by David Megarrity 
Sydney Opera House, June 16, 2004 
 5
girls, in particular Rachel Simmon’s Odd Girl Out: The Hidden Culture Of Aggression 
In Girls.  In this book, she states 
”Nonverbal gesturing”, a fancy word for body language, is a hallmark of relational aggression. Denied the 
use of their voices by rules against female anger, girls… have instead learned to use their bodies. 
Nonverbal gesturing includes mean looks, certain forms of exclusion, and the silent treatment. It also drives 
girls to distraction. For one thing, body language is at once infuriatingly empty of detail and bluntly clear. 
 
Within the hidden culture of aggression, girls fight with body language and relationships instead of fists and 
knives. In this world, friendship is a weapon, and the sting of a shout pales in comparison to a day of 
someone’s silence. There is no gesture more devastating than the back turning away 
(P3)Simmons, Rachel Odd Girl Out: The Hidden Culture Of Aggression In Girls 
Schwartz Books 2002 
 
As you can see, it turned out that the non-verbal theatre forms I love are perhaps 
perfectly suited to exploring this particular form of aggression, so hard to detect 
because it is designed that way.  
It also became clear to me that belonging and exclusion, which occur in friendship,  
class and other groups, are altered significantly when the events occur in isolation, 
transported away from the wider peer group, where ‘nobody’s watching’ – and this is the 
space of SHOW – the rumpus room. 
 
The rumpus room, I should note, is an antiquated term denoting a sparsely furnished, 
newly designated space [often beneath a high-set house, as I grew up in north 
Queensland] where ‘rumpus’ might occur, but usually once it starts, you find it’s not 
allowed there either. I have my own memories of a parent inviting a friend over for a cup 
of tea, and me being stuck with their kids, with whom I had nothing in common. Perhaps 
you share these memories.  
 
I wrote the script, and played with two wonderful actors in a week’s creative 
development, which has become a fixture of my theatre-making process. And in 2002, 
was able, with the support of QTC to do a full production of the show. 
 
SHOW enabled me to experiment further with the integration of a screen into live 
performance. There’s a ‘window’ in the set, which represents the outside, adult world, 
which intrudes occasionally on the world of the two characters – Cool Girl and Birthday 
Girl.  
 
I create my shows to be enjoyed by a wide audience. I sincerely hope that an adult 
audience will genuinely enjoy my plays as much as, and in the same way as a child. 
While the work was created with a particular target audience in mind, I’ve observed with 
pride that it’s loved by [Queensland] grades 1-7. 
 
I've really enjoyed watching older boys, up the back of the audience, start the play with 
their arms folded, too cool for school, and end the play cacking themselves laughing 
with the grade onners at the object theatre epic at the end of the play. If one or two of 
the social subtleties are lost on a year one watching the show, I am certain that none of 
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the moments of fun, and occasional moments of cruelty and sadness between friends 
are 
 
Of course there’s an archaeological fascination with the fashion and what young 
children refer to as the ‘big CD’s’ – those round vinyl discs we used to play music on 
when we came back to the cave from hunting sabre-toothed tigers; but the existence of 
SHOW as a ‘period piece’ means I, as a writer, can unambiguously draw attention to 
broader themes that might be obscured, or at best, appear to date rapidly, if I set it 
‘now’, whenever that is. The distance between us and it brings certain things, important 
things; into sharper focus.  
 
Children are fascinated by the fact you can say so much without words. I wish i could 
have done the same today. I’m really happy,  though, to have been given this 
opportunity to think,  talk about, and most of all,  present two works for children of which 
I am very proud,  
 
